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Seizure induction by alcohol in patients with epilepsy
The article on seizure induction by alcohol by Heckmatt et al. (January 1990 JRSM, p 6) does not necessarily address the problem of alcohol, but rather of drinks which happen to contain alcohol. The difference may appear to be trivial, but may in fact be quite significant as shown by the following remarks concerning my own observations on one patient, namely my son who suffers from idiopathic epilepsy.
Some 8 years ago I noticed that he was regularly having fits on Saturday mornings after a week in which he had been virtually fit-free. I attributed this to drinking a little wine from a metal goblet on the Friday evenings and assumed that the alcohol was the responsible agent. However, switching to grape juice did not cure the problem and it was necessary to omit both the wine and the grape juice to avoid the Saturday morning fits. Since the drinks acquired a metallic taste when drunk from the goblet it seemed possible that the dissolved metals were triggering the epilepsy, although it could have been some other chemicals. More recently I found that 50 mg of pure tartaric acid, or 40 mg of pure citric acid, both of which are present in wine, will induce fits some 18-24 hours later. The same result was obtained with 40 mg of pure malic acid (which occurs in apples, tomatoes and plums). It seems inconceivable that these organic acids themselves are toxic, since three of them contribute to the citric acid cycle. Moreover, gas-liquid chromatography of the plasma and urinary organic acids showed no abnormality (Dr Chalmers, Northwick Park Hospital). However, it is now well establiahed':" that citric acid can promote absorption of aluminium, and the same is probably true for other metals and for other hydroxy-organic acids. It therefore seems reasonable to postulate that the epileptic fits were triggered by the organic acids in the wine, possibly by promoting absorption of metals.
In the article by Heckmatt et al., patient 8 in Table 2 had fits 24 h after one unit of alcohol, and it seems possible that he too was suffering from intoxication with some chemical other than ethanol. It would seem desirable to test the effect of pure ethanol on induction of fits before assuming that it is this chemical that is responsible in sensitive patients. G A In one article they describe a mild craniofacial dysmorphism secondary to premature synostosis of the metopic suture which is confirmed by observing Mozart's portraits''. In addition they found a linear fracture in the temporeparietal area on the outer left side of the skull radiating towards the base". Several bony modifications were noted on the underside of the visible portion of the fracture which the authors suggest is due to the presence of a chronic extradural haematoma which shrank and calcified as a secondary phenomenon. This may well have accounted for Mozart's headaches which started in the spring of 1790 and his weakness, faints or possible fits and his eventual paralysis on the 20 November 1791 culminating in his eventual death on the 5 December. ARPAN In fact, we wrote that 'there is no real alternative to prolonged assessment'. We believe that psychometric tests are potentially useful but they should be only one of several components in the selection process.
G D ROBERTS
A PORTER I would like to add to the responses to Roberts and Porter's paper (May 1989 JRSM, p 288). The main purpose of what is, admittedly, a brief interview (average 15 minutes) is to reject candidates who would not fit into the individual medical school's ethos. A proportion of these applicants with high predicted 'A' level grades will be judged by the interview panel as being unsuitable to undertake a medical course because their perception of doctoring or their motivation for studying medicine is poor.
When the effects of the impending demographic time bomb are felt in the recruitment of young people to medicine, this feature of risk limitation by interview will surely become even more important. We would like to take issue with the authors on the following points:
(1) The stated advantage that follicular puncture takes place at the time of insemination. This, however, does not necessarily require laparoscopy.
It is probably quicker to puncture the follicles under vaginal ultrasound guidance and certainly without the need for general anaesthetic. In addition, there is no explanation as to why follicular puncture took place 18 h and not 34 h after hCG injection almost certainly releasing immature oocytes.
(2) Their stated present policy of puncturing follicles greater than 17 rom in diameter without retrieving the oocytes is dangerous. It will inevitably increase the risk of multiple pregnancies in view of the unlimited number of oocytes available for pick-Up by the patent fallopian tube. This is neither medically desirable nor ethically acceptable. The ability to only puncture follicles 17 mm must also be at question. our knowledge of psychobiologyin recent years. In my opinion it thoroughly merits the prominence which it has been given through being the subject of an editorial in your journal (January 1990 JRSM, p I), There remain, however, questions adumbrated by the authors but not directly answered. In the final paragraph, for instance, they stress the importance of antenatal diagnosis in affected families. However, the data which they present indicate that 20% of males and possibly 50% of females expressing the fragile site will not be mentally handicapped, and therefore will not have the Martin Bell Syndrome.
Moreover, the authors review none of the treatments, whether biological or psychosocial, which may be of benefit to individuals with the Martin Bell Syndrome. Therefore, when the word 'effective' is used to describe antenatal diagnosis, it is entirely unclear what is meant. I should be most appreciative if the authors could clarify the ways in which antenatal diagnosis may be effective in the management of the Martin Bell Syndrome. SIMON HALSTEAD Registrar in Mental Handicap, St Lawrence's Hospital, Caterham, Surrey CR3 5YA In response to Dr Halstead's comments on the editorial, we would just like to clarify that our point in stressing the value of antenatal diagnosis in affected families is to make experienced counselling available to such families at appropriate times so that enlightened decisions can be made by the family. There are methodological problems in the survey which seem to make it unduly pessimistic. First, the investigation was carried out on inpatients. There is no assessment of those with similar conditions on the waiting list. Thirteen patients lived too far from the hospital, so their inclusion in the 'unsuitables' is relative rather than absolute.
In their discussion, the authors state that 'the disadvantages of day surgery are discomfort, inconvenience, anxiety and perhaps danger'. Discomfort should not be a problem if wounds are adequately infiltrated with bupivacaine, and patients given suitable oral analgesia subsequently. 'Inconvenience' covers a multitude of concepts. Is it inconvenient for a child to spend a night separated from its parents? What is incontrovertibly inconvenient is for an individual to linger unnecessarily on a waiting list. Anxiety, likewise, is dispelled by proper information, and is not alleviated by longer stay. Danger occurs from inadequate performance of simple preoperative precautions. Have the authors screened their notes for pre-anaesthetic guideline information and tests? How many women of childbearing age had haemoglobin results available to the operating team, and how many of the patients over 65 had ECG traces before anaesthesia?
'These standards are regularly met in our recently opened unit where a single theatre serves adult general, gynaecological and urological surgery. In the first 6 months we achieved a rate of 2400 cases pa
